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XX.—On the proper Generic Designation of the European 
Woodpeckers. By Henry T. Wiarton, M.A., F.Z.S. 


Ar the present day the original Linnzean genus Picus con- 
sists of at least two hundred and eighty species ; and for these 
very nearly one hundred and fifty distinct generic names 
have been proposed. Waiving the question of how far the 
genus requires generic subdivision at all, it is obvious from 
this fact alone that in a redistribution of the group a consider- 
able sifting of the results of what Dr. Hartlaub has so happily 
called the “ furor genericus ” is of peremptory necessity. 

Linneus himself was acquainted with but twenty-one 
species referable to his genus Picus; of these, P. passerinus 
has never been satisfactorily identified (cf. Sundevall, Cousp. 
Av. Picin. p. 34), P. aurantius is admitted to be the female 
of P. bengalensis, and P. semirostris is named from a muti- 
lated specimen of P. viridis; so that only eighteen well- 
defined species were really known to him. 

The object of the present paper is to show the species 
which, according to the Stricklandian code, should be legally 
regarded as the type of the Linnean genus Picus; and in 
this consideration it is only necessary to refer to the eight 
well-marked European species. 

Now, in an inquiry of this kind no use whatever can be 
made of the popular “ argument from authority.” The 
family Picidee has been fortunate in obtaining three admi- 
rable monographers. But of these, Malherbe (Monogr. des 
Picidées, 1859-62) restricted the genus Picus to the Spotted 
Woodpeckers; Cabanis and Heine (Mus. Hein. iv. 2, p. 30, 
note, 1863) would apparently confine it to the Green Wood- 
peckers ; while Sundevall (/. c. 1866) used the name for all 
the members of the family which were distinguished “ rectri- 
cibus firmioribus.” And among those who have not parti- 
cularly in a single work confined their attention to this 
family alone, opinion has been equally diversified. For 
instance, Swainson (Classif. Birds, ii. p. 306, 1841) took the 
type of the genus to be P. robustus, a species undescribed by 
Linneus ; George R. Gray regarded at one time (List of the 
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Genera of Birds, ed. 1, p. 54, 1840; Hand-list, ii. p. 181, 
1870) P. major as the typical species, at another (Cat. of 
Genera & Subg. of Birds contained in the Brit. Mus. p. 91, 
1855) P. martius; and Koch, one of the earliest to sub- 
divide the group (J. c. infra, 1816), agreeing with Cabanis 
and Heine, held P. viridis most worthy of the honour. 

Obviously, then, a strict application of the “ Rules for 
Zoological Nomenclature,” which long ago received the im- 
primatur of the British Association, is imperatively necessary ; 
and the result fortunately is of no doubtful import. 

Now rule 3, “A generic name, when once established, 
should never be cancelled in any subsequent subdivision of 
the group, but retained in a restricted sense for one of the 
constituent portions,” demands that some species or group of 
species should still bear the distinctive generic name Picus. 
This every one would nowadays grant. 

Rule 4, “ The generic name should always be retained for 
that portion of the original genus which was considered 
typical by the author,” is, however, what the whole question 
strictly turns upon. Certainly it is not in many cases evident 
that Linnzeus had any ever-present idea of what we now 
mean by a type at all— 

“ A primrose by a river’s brim 
A yellow primrose was to him, 
And it was nothing more.” 

But here we have a case which may be stated syllogisti- 

cally, thus :— l 


Picus, meaning any Woodpecker, was held sacred to Mars ; 

Linnæus called the Black Woodpecker Picus martius : 

.. he meant P. martius to be taken as the typical Picus. 

And the case is by itself so preeminently typical that it 
may well be specially discussed. 

The mythological history of Picus is a very curious one. 
Among the Romans—and he appears to have no Greek coun- 
terpart—he was held as a divinity of no mean degree; for 
Saturn was his father, and Faunus was his son. As a famous 
soothsayer, he made use of a Woodpecker in his auguries ; 
indeed the fable ran that he was himself turned into a Wood- 


Designation of the European Woodpeckers. 255 


pecker by the goddess Circe (a hawk ?) when she found that 
her love for him was not requited, but was possessed by 
Pomona, the divinity of the fruit of trees. But, however 
that was, the voice of the “ Rainbird ” (P. viridis) is to this 
day in much repute as a prophecy of rain in many rural 
parts of England, without any reference to the pun that 
might catch a Frenchman’s ear in the bird’s reiterated cry 
sounding like “ plui, plui,” as Salerne writes it. The same 
superstition lingers, according to Malherbe, who quotes the 
authority of J. G. Gmelin and Carl Bolle respectively, in 
some parts of Siberia and in the Canary Islands; while the 
North-American aborigines hold the heads of P. principalis 
and P. pileatus as precious amulets. And a strange colour 
is given to the legend by the etymologists who trace in 
“picus”’ the root of “ specio ?” =I look out—the very word, 
be it noticed, of which, with “ avis,” the word ‘ auspex”’ is 
compounded ; they even adduce the German equivalent 
“ Specht,” the Flemish “Spicht,”’ and our provincial “ Wood- 
spite,” as proof of a lost initial S. 

There are difficulties, it is true, in the way of identifying 
the classical Picus with our P. martius. The evidence cer- 
tainly seems all against it. That Linnzeus, after mature 
consideration, dedicated the soldier-like Black Woodpecker 
to Mars is the one paramount fact. 

Ovid gives the story of Picus at some length (Metam. xiv. 
308-440) ; but he adduces no particular indication of the 
aspect of the bird; his only lines referring to colour (893- 
396)— 

“ Purpureum chlamydis penne traxere colorem : 
Fibula quod fuerat, vestemque momorderat aurum, 


Pluma fit; et fulvo cervix préecingitur auro ; 
Nec quidquam antiqui Pico, nisi nomina, restat ”— 


are too ambiguous ; the epithet ‘‘ purple ” is explained by 
some commentators as here meaning “ black ;” but, as in 
other places it is applied to such diverse objects as snow, 
roses, Waves, eyes, spring, &c., we must conclude, with 
Lemaire—“ plura sunt picorum genera; sed nullum cos 
colores refert quos hic commemorat.” 
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Virgil (An. vii. 189-191) definitely says— 


PEIES o 60. onesies Guenn deoa 
Fecit avem Circe, sparsitque coloribus alas.” 


This may have meant any green or spotted Woodpecker*— 
and Count Salvadori says that P. viridis is the most common 
species at this day in the neighbourhood of Rome—but clearly 
cannot refer to P. martius. 

Moreover a bird nearly as large as a Crow can hardly 
have been intended by Pliny (Hist. Nat. x. 18, 20) when he 
said, “ sunt et parvæ aves uncorum unguium, ut pici, Martio 
cognomine insignes et in auspicatu magni.” It is true that 
the passage is celebrated as “ insigniter vitiatus;” but all who 
have endeavoured to amend it seem to be agreed in retaining 
the opposition between “ parvæ” and “ magni.” 

And, in the face of Linnzus’s final practice, it is note- 
worthy that no authority referred to by him or by those to 
whom he refers ever uses Picus martius as designating the 
Black Woodpecker. To him, before the issue of his tenth 
edition of the ‘Systema Nature’ (p. 112, Holmiz, 1758), 
the bird was P. niger alone; nor in his own copy, in the 
possession of the Linnean Society, is there any note on the 
reason of the change. 

Yet, to take some of his references to authors (Syst. Nat. 
ed. 12, p. 173, 1766) seriatim, Gesner (Hist. Anim. lib. iii. 
p. 675, 1555) writes “de picis martiis et picorum genere in 
universum,” saying (p. 680) “sunt pici Martii tria genera ” 
in the most general way ; Willughby (Ornith. p. 92, f f. 1676) 
has no P. martius at all; Ray (Syn. Meth. Av. p. 42, 1713) 
treats vaguely of “ pici martii iisque affines,” while his trans- 
lator and amplifier Salerne (Hist. Nat. des Ois. p. 104, 1767) 
says of P. viridis that one of the names by which it was then 
known in France, “ Pic-Mart, Pimard, ou Picumart, vient 
de Picus martius,” besides that “ chez les Romains il [i. e. 
P. viridis] étoit consacré au Dieu Mars, et c’est de là que lui 
est venu le nom de Picus martius;” Brisson’s “ Picus mar- 


* [We believe the “ Picus ” here referred to by Virgil was the Roller 
(Coracias garrulus), called “ Pica marina” to this day in Italy—Epp. ] 
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tius” was our P. viridis (Ornith. iv. p. 22, 1760), as was, by 
his references, Gesner’s (Icon. Av. p. 36, 1555), Rzaczynski’s 
(Auctuar. hist. nat. reg. Polon. p. 413, “ 1735 ”), Borlase’s 
(Nat. Hist. of Cornwall, p. 246, 1758), and Bélon’s (Portr, 
d’oys. p. 74, 1557). 

Nevertheless, and notwithstanding all this, there seems to 
have been no doubt in Linnæus’s mind that the Black 
Woodpecker was the species which ought in future to be by 
his followers consecrated to Mars; and as such, following the 
determination of Prof. Newton (Ibis, 1876, p. 99), we must 
ever regard it as the type of the genus Picus. 

As for the subsequent divisions of this eminently natural 
genus, the first to break it up was Lacépède, who (Mém. de 
VInst. vol. iit. p. 509, 1801, in a paper “lu le 6 fructidor an 
6” {[=Aug. 23, 1798]) proposed Picoides for the three-toed 
species. Then Koch (Syst. Baier. Zool. i. 72, 1816) distin- 
guished the Spotted Woodpeckers (including P. tridactylus) 
as Dendrocopi. And Boie (Oken’s Isis, col. 542, 1831) esta- 
blished Gecinus for the Green Woodpeckers ; his previously- 
founded genus Dryocopus (Isis, col. 977, 1826) for the Black 
Woodpeckers having been, by the present showing, an unne- 
cessary addition to synonymy. 

For it seems clear, beyond all cavil, that Linnzus took 
P. martius to be the bird most typically a Picus, the very 
fact of his having no precedent seeming to add weight to his 
decision ; for he cannot have been ignorant of the usage of 
his predecessors and contemporaries. And if this be so, it 
remains that the Woodpeckers (which alone I now review) 
must hereafter be named as follows, viz. :— 


Picus martius. 

Dendrocopus major, leuconotus, medius, minor. 
Picoides tridactylus. 

Gecinus viridis, canus. 


Nor can the use of any other type or generic name, it 
seems to me, be any thing but a wilful violation of accepted 
laws. If other cases were similarly clear, the problems of 
nomenclature would be simple indeed. 
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And since by this line of reasoning we are able to deter- 
mine conclusively, as it seems to me, the type species of the 
genus Picus, it is quite unnecessary to employ the method 
by which Mr. Sharpe divides the genus Strix (Ibis, 1875, 
p. 324 f), useful though that method is when the type cannot 
be ascertained at all, If we were to reason im the present 
instance as Mr. Sharpe might, we should conclude that Picus 
viridis was the typical species, and that Dendrocopus martius 
was the proper name for the Black Woodpecker—a view 
from which I must entirely dissent. 


XXI.—Notes on some Hawks of the Subgenera Cooperastur 
and Urospizias. By Joun Henry Gurney. 


(Plate VIII.) 


Accipiter, or, to speak more exactly, Cooperastur poliogaster 
(Temm.), has been for many years only known by the type 
specimen at Leyden. It has now ceased to be unique, as a 
second specimen, said to be from the Amazons valley, has 
been acquired by Messrs. Salvin and Godman, who have very 
kindly permitted me to examine it. It is an adult bird; and 
the following are its measurements compared with those of 
the type specimen in the Leyden Museum, the latter bemg 
taken from Mr. Sharpe’s Catalogue, vol. i. p. 121. 


Culmen Middle 
without cere. Wing. Tail. Tarsus. toe s. u. 
in. in. in. in. in, 
In coll. of Salvin & 
Godman ...... ‘70 9:10 6°80 1:90 1:45 
In Leyden Museum = °85 9:80 7°80 2:15 1:40 


An inspection of this specimen convinces me that Bona- 
parte was quite right in assigning this species to his sub- 
genus Cooperastur*, it being a typical species of that section 
of the subgenus in which the underparts are immaculate, and 
which includes C. pileatus and C. bicolor, and is designated 


* Vide Rev. et Mag, de Zool. 1854, p. 538. 


